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Environmentalists are waging an all-out campaign to stop the Hidrovia Paraguay-Parana project,
which aims to widen the two South American rivers at a cost in excess of US$1 billion. Opponents
cite environmental damage as well as adverse effects to people living along the rivers, while
supporters hail the prospect of easing transportation of products from remote areas to urban
markets. Since the project's inception, controversy has enveloped the proposal to link the Parana
and Paraguay rivers that run through Brazil, Paraguay, Bolivia, Argentina, and Uruguay.
Formally launched in 1989 by the Southern Cone Common Market (MERCOSUR) countries and
Bolivia, the Hidrovia project's aim is to promote regional development and increase exports,
including soybeans and iron ore. It involves dredging a deeper channel and removing curves along
3,400 km of the Paraguay and Parana rivers to link Caceres in the Brazilian state of Mato Grosso to
Nueva Palmira in Uruguay.
According to the environmental organization International Rivers Network, the Hidrovia could
cause irreversible damage to the world's largest wetlands, the Brazilian Pantanal, and other valuable
ecosystems in Bolivia, Paraguay, and Argentina. Environmentalists fear deepening the river could
drain the wetlands, as flood-control projects did in the Florida Everglades. The Pantanal is home to
90,000 different plants, 650 species of birds, thousands of butterflies, at least 240 varieties of fish, plus
jaguars, giant anteaters, caimans, marsh deer, and giant otters.
The Paraguay River, which drains the wetlands, retains 45 billion cubic meters of fresh water,
enough to supply drinking water for a country three times the size of Brazil. During the rainy
season, this water covers 210,000 sq km, an area larger than England. According to the National
Wildlife Federation (NWF), development is already affecting inhabitants of the region. Prospectors
have pillaged the region for gold, roads have disrupted wildlife habitats, and hunters have found a
lucrative business in jaguar furs and caiman skins. At least a dozen species of wildlife have become
endangered from illegal killing.
The Hidrovia would bring change on a much larger scale and accelerate the damage to the
area, says the NWF. Concerned about the potential damage, the Inter-American Development
Bank (IDB) and the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) at a cost of more than US$8
million commissioned economic and engineering studies on the Hidrovia project as well as an
environmental-impact study. The studies predicted minimal environmental damage from the
project. Opponents, however, questioned those findings. Independent panel of experts criticizes
project According to Rios Vivos, a coalition of 300 organizations opposing the project, "The
hydrological models used in the official studies, especially in the environmental-impact study, lack
even minimal reliability."
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In August, a panel of independent experts was convened by US and Brazilian environmental
groups. They met to review the official studies to determine whether the Hidrovia project, as
designed, would achieve the stated priorities in promoting sustainable development. They strongly
criticized the river-widening project, saying the official studies downplayed possibly catastrophic
environmental consequences.
The panel found that the IDB-UNDP studies were "wholly inadequate and do not satisfactorily
answer questions regarding the project's serious environmental and social risks, such as damage to
the Pantanal wetlands and exacerbation of conditions for the region's millions of poor people." The
panel also determined that alternatives to the costly project were not investigated by the consultants
as required under the contract commissioning the studies. "The panel concludes that the Hidrovia
project, as currently conceived, described, and defined, does not appear to help achieve the five
countries' stated goals of sustainable development and poverty alleviation," said the 214-page
report. "The engineering and economic feasibility studies and environmental assessment of the
Hidrovia project are both flawed and inadequate."
The panel also concluded that the Hidrovia's primary beneficiaries "will be the shipping,
construction, and agribusiness industries, rather than the low-income majority of the region's
population, which conflicts with the stated goals and priorities of the five countries and the
international development institutions promoting the project." IDB spokesman Daniel Drosdoff
conceded that the studies could be "strengthened in particular areas, but we feel they provide a
large amount of valuable information....We welcome studies by independent groups and we will do
our own internal review of the study."

Project threatens people as well as wildlife
Two members of the review panel Thayer Scudder, an anthropologist at the California Institute of
Technology, and Michael Clemens, an economist formerly with Johns Hopkins University wrote
their own assessment of the project. "A series of grave errors and gaps in the environmental- impact
assessment analysis undermines the credibility of the consultants' opinion that Hidrovia will induce
no regional land-use changes, no local population growth, and no significant alterations of the
Pantanal wetlands," reads the complementary assessment. "If indeed the net benefits of Hidrovia to
the societies of the Southern Cone countries are positive where benefits and costs are considered in
their broadest sense and over the long term the project should go forward.
The studies in their present form are insufficient to establish this and in fact suggest otherwise." The
criticisms strengthened the resolve of local environmental groups that oppose the project. "People
in the affected areas have had an intuitive sense that this project will only benefit a very few,"
said Alcides Faria of Rios Vivos. "Now we have more evidence from independent and objective
observers that we were right." The Brazilian Congress's Commission in Defense of the Consumer,
Environment, and Minorities, meanwhile, has held its first public hearing concerning the Hidrovia
project. Representatives from the five governments, nongovernmental organizations, and affected
communities participated in the hearing.
At the hearing, Rios Vivos voiced concerns that indigenous groups, including the Ofaie-Xavantes
and the Xeta, which are already close to extinction, would suffer if the project goes forward. The
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fisheries on which many poor people in the region depend would be "drastically affected by
Hidrovia," explained Deborah Moore, senior scientist at the US-based Environmental Defense Fund
(EDF).
The EDF, along with the Brazilian nongovernmental Fundacao Centro Brasileiro de Referencia
Apoio Cultural (CEBRAC), funded the review panel. "Even after the release of the panel's findings,
the governments involved are repeating the same line that there is no reason to worry," added
Moore. "This only frustrates the communities involved." Moore believes, however, that the
governments' unconditional support for the project is softening and that alternatives to the project
are now more likely to be considered. (Sources: World Rivers Review, 08/97; Reuter, 06/18/97,
08/20/97; Associated Press, 08/20/97; Inter Press Service, 09/04/97, 09/14/97)
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